2o8            THE  TIME  OF  MY  LIFE
The boat got in late at night. I explained the situation to Dr.
Thomas, who agreed to operate. Next morning in increasing
dismay he appraised the hospital, the simply furnished operating-
room, the few instruments, the inadequate operating-room
personnel. Only two trained nurses were available, only one
strange assistant of untried skill, myself. It was so vastly different
from anything within his experience that he lost his nerve.
"Now, listen, doctor,35 said he, while we were scrubbing up,
"this whole set-up is new to me; I'm accustomed to my own
special table and instruments, to a corps of at least five assistants
in the operating-room, with whom I have worked* for years. We
follow a carefully planned and scrupulously executed routine in
which scarcely a word need be spoken. Every sponge and instru-
ment is placed directly in my hand, my every move is anticipated.
Now you go ahead and operate on this man your way, and I'll
assist you."
Heretofore we had relatively few patients whose ailments and
disabilities were not clearly manifest. Our practice was made up
largely of wounds and injuries due to external violence, exposure
to the elements, nutritional disorders and their complications,
along with diseases and constitutional defects recently brought
into the territory. Functional diseases among the old-timers were
rare; neurotics had something more vital and pressing to worry
about than their neuroses. But changes were creeping in upon
us, stresses and strains on overwrought nerves and overworked
bodies were taking their tolls. I recall a middle-aged, high-pressure
executive not long in the country who came into the office
complaining of a peculiar pain in his chest. While I was reaching
for my stethoscope he stopped talking, clutched at his shoulder,
then froze into immobility, while a ghastly expression of pain and
alarm spread across his face. An instant later he collapsed to the
floor, and I had a rare opportunity to hear the last faint sounds of
a heart stopping irremediably by a coronary occlusion.
Two ambitious society leaders suffered nervous breakdowns;
nervous indigestion began puzzling us; I saw several cases of
undoubted illness in which the cause was obscure, others in which
it was decidedly physical and relevant, but indirect.
Over a period of months I had treated Mrs. Brown's indigestion,
intestinal cramps, nausea, gradual loss of appatite and weight,
with nothing better than transitory success. The most painstaking